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The “where” of it: linking obesity and the environment

To say that many anti-obesity effortsin the United
States are focused primarily on food may seem like a
rather obvious, even useless, statement. Of course
we' ve been talking about foods. The ones we eat (or
don’t), and how much (or how little) of them we
consume, have a huge impact on our waistlines, not to
mention our overall health. From the ongoing revision
of USDA's Food Guide Pyramid to controversies over
vending machines in schools, what we eat has become
asubject of intense interest to government agencies,
special interest groups and consumersin general.

Thiswas certainly true in the summer of 2002, when
lawyer Samuel Hirsch filed two lawsuits against
McDonad'’s. All three of Hirsch’'s plaintiffs had
seriousweight problems, and all three blamed
McDonad'sfood, claiming it was what they ate that
had caused them so many problems.

The “built environment” is
poised to become the next hot
topic in the ongoing national
debate over obesity.

Since then, however, a second focus has emerged:
the importance of exercise. It wasn’t just what we
ate but how we lived. State politicians bemoaned the
lack of PE. and nutrition classes in schools. HHS
Secretary Tommy Thompson began wearing a
pedometer and encouraged employees to take the
stairs rather than the elevator. His agency unveiled a
massive new public awareness campaign emphasizing
the health benefits of similar “small steps.”

Now athird element is about to be added to the mix
— not what we eat or how we choose to spend our
work and leisure time, but where we do both. The

“built environment” is poised to become the next hot
topicin the ongoing national debate over obesity.

But what isit? Asdefined by the Nationa Institute of
Environmental Health Sciences, which held aconference
on the subject late last month in Washington, D.C., the
built environment “encompassesall of thebuildings,
spaces and products crested or modified by people.”
That includesbuildings (houses, schools, workplaces);
zoning regulations; land use; parksand walking/bike
trails; even transportation systems.

Granted, it'safairly wide-ranging definition, and so
too are the questions raised by the conference. How
does our environment contribute to obesity? How does
the design of the buildings and communitiesin which
wework and liveinhibit physical activity and promote
a sedentary lifestyle — and what can be done to
change the situation?

Our built environment has a profound effect on the
choices we make every day regarding food and
exercise, yet we often don’'t even realize it. That’s not
the case in other areas; we' ve been sensitized,
perhaps overly so, to the dangers of certain processed
foods, for instance. And al of us have seen at least
one local news report on the “hidden dangers” of
vending machinesin schools. But how many segments
have you seen about the fact that many new housing
developments don’'t even have sidewalks, making it
difficult for residents to go anywhere without a car?
Or an examination of why new schools are often sited
miles from the nearest residential area, making it
impossiblefor kidsto walk or bike? Or why
communities build new highways, but don’t require the
construction of parallel pedestrian paths?

A new set of tools

The government may be working at cross-purposesin
thewar on obesity. It'sasimplelogistical problem.
Agencies are spending vast sums of money to

Copyright©2004, CRC Press LLC, 1725 K St NW, Suite 506, Washington, DC 20006-1401. Reproduction or retransmission in any form prohibited by law. All rights reserved.



convince Americans of the importance of physical
activity. Butif their working and living environments
makeit difficult or evenimpossiblefor peopleto
exercise, what good is that message?

Altering the built environment will be abit tricky,
however. The same tools that have been used so
effectively to enact change in other areas —
legislation and federal policies— may not entirely fit
the job. FDA canissue anew rule requiring stricter
nutrition labeling requirements, and state legislatures
can decide whether soda machines should be banned
from elementary schools. But a federal agency can’'t
tell thousands of communitiesto start converting old
railroad tracks into bike paths or else. And for all of
their power, the House and Senate can’t force fresh-
fruit vendorsto open up shop in theinner city so that
disadvantaged and minority residents can have better
access to healthier foods.

Another term for the built environment could be thelocal
environment. Much lip serviceis paid to the notion of
grass-roots community action, but inthiscase, municipal
and county governments are key to implementing
change. City councils change zoning ordinances and
building codes. Town plannersand county commissioners
have abig say in whether anew sidewalk getsbuilt or a
bikepathisinstalled aong aright-of-way.

The government may be
working at cross-purposes
in the war on obesity.

Thusfar in the obesity debate, we' ve been conditioned
to look to Washington for The Answer. “ People are
getting fatter; what's USDA and FDA going to do
about it?’ In the case of the built environment, though,
changeswill likely be more decentralized in nature.
Rather than one response emanating from Capitol Hill,
thousands of smaller customized solutionswill crop up
intownsand cities. Thisisn't to say that the federa
government isentirely helpless; many agencies,
including NIEHS, will play amajor rolein highlighting
the environmental factorsthat contribute to obesity. But
therelikely won't beamagic bullet in theform of a
single piece of over-arching legislation.

Culture shock

Thebig question iswhether the built environment’s
relationship to obesity will catch firewith the
American public and the media—whether it will truly

become the third major focusin the debate, along with
the what and the how, or be relegated to footnote
status, something that legislators and industry groups
only mentionin passing.

The subject hasn’t yet reached critical mass, and to
be fair, it's still early. If conference attendance is any
signal of publicinterest, NIEHS may be on to
something; organizersoriginally expected to draw 200
attendees and wound up with triple that number.

It's agood start, but more needs to happen. Part of
the challengeliesin expanding thetraditional notions
of what causes obesity. One gets the sense that both
sidesin the current debate are comfortably settling
into their fox holes, content to lob an endless series of
rhetorical grenades back and forth about lawsuits and
personal responsibility. Thetough part will be
transitioning from talking about Big Macsto
discussing zoning ordinances and theimportance of
accessible stairwellsin large office buildings— and
making people understand that the two are equally
important. Will consumer groupsthat rail against
vending machinesin schools put the same amount of
energy into advocating less politically sexy ideas, like
funding for more pedestrian walkways?

Expanding the debate will mean accepting help from
unexpected partners, as well. It may have appeared a
bit odd to hear folks from the Federal Highway
Administration and the Department of Housing and
Urban Development talking about obesity at the
NIEHS conference. Most of us are used to listening to
dieticiansand nutritionists, not statisticiansand
engineers. But it drives home the point that as concern
over obesity grows, it’sonly natural that the number of
peopleworking on the problem will increase aswell.
Figuring out how to integrate these new resources with
thetraditional food-centered camp will be crucial.

Obesity isadynamic problem, and our responseto it
evolves over time. This summer the movie “ Super
Size Me” (see page 20) is getting alot of attention.
But the national debate over obesity isitself becoming
“super sized” as new ideas and approaches are
brought into the fold. And who knows? Maybe afew
years from now, we'll see another documentary hit
the theaters, this one about a filmmaker who doggedly
pursues a building contractor and asks him why he
refusesto include wide sidewalksor biking trailsin his
plansfor anew housing devel opment.
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For more information visit our Web site at www.obesitypolicy.com
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